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Discourses and other works.” We hope that the first volumes of 
our edition might appear during the next several years, so that 
students everywhere where there is an interest in the history of 
monasticism will soon be able to become better acquainted with 
this extraordinary figure from the earliest period of the Christian 
monastic tradition: Shenoute the Archimandrite, who of course 
began his career as Shenoute the monk. 


® The team members apart from me are: Heike Behimer (Göttingen), Anne 
Boud’hors (Paris), Bentley Layton (New Haven), Tito Orlandi (Rome), Frederik 
Wisse (Montreal), and Dwight W. Young (Chicago). See further Layton, “Social 
Structure and Food Consumption” (n. 19 above) 25-26; Emmel, Shenoute’s 
Literary Corpus (n. 1 above), “Preface.” My own assignments in the project 
include Canons 1 and 2. 




















COPTIC MONASTIC LITERATURE: 
THE FORGOTTEN NAMES * 


Tito ORLANDI 


Like every human being, a monk is made up of soul and 
body. That is why, when we investigate the memories of past 
monks, we refer to what remains of their spiritual activity but 
also of their material presence in the world: written documents, 
from one side, and archeological monuments, from the other. 
In the case of many of the Egyptian monks, this works smoothly. 
We can see the ruins of Pachomian monasteries (in the region of 
Hou = Diospolis Parva),' and we have the text of some literary 
works of Pachomius? together with the lives of him and of his 
successors. We can see the monastery of St. Antony (near the 
Gulf of Suez), and we have the text of his letters and of his life 
(written, according to trusted opinion, by the great Athanasius). 


* Peculiar abbreviations are at the end of the paper. 


! On the archaeology of the Pachomian mnoasteries, cf. Louis Théophile 
Lefort, Les premiers monastères pachémiens. Exploration topographique, 
Le Muséon 52 (1939) 379-407; Agypten, Archiv für Orientforschung 27 
(1980) 281-316; Gary Lease, The IV Season of the Nag Hammadi Excavation, 
21 December 1979 - 15 January 1980, GM 41 (1980) 75-85; Bastiaan van 
Elderen, The Fourth Season of the Nag Hammadi Excavations, ARCE 
Newsletter 111 (1980) 25-26. 

2 Cf. L.Th. Lefort, Œuvres de S. Pachéme et de ses disciples, Louvain, 
Secretariat CSCO, 1956, CSCO 159, 160; Amand Boon, Pachomiana Latina, 
Louvain, Bureaux de la Revue, 1932, Bibliothéque de la Revue d'Histoire 
Ecclésiastique, 7. 

> Ample photographic evidence in Massimo Capuani, Egitto copto, 
Milano, Jaca Book, 1999, 119 ss.; cf. P. van Moorsel, Deir Anba Antonius 
veertien jaar na mijn eerste campagne, in: C. Fluck et al., Divitiae Aegypti. 
Koptologische und verwandte Studien zu Ehren von Martin Krause, 214-222, 
Wiesbaden, Reichert, 1995. 

“S. Rubenson, The Letters of St. Antony: Origenist Theology, Monastic 
Tradition and the Making of a Saint, Lund, Lund University Press, 1990; 
L. Cremaschi, S. Atanasio, Vita di Antonio. Apoftegmi. Lettere, Roma, Edizioni 
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institution of the feast of the metanoia, in honor of pHib. Then 
they found a small community near the village of Tahruj, go back 
to Titkooh, where pHib dies, then they visit the monastery of apa 
Pamin, but the Saviour orders to Apollo to go again to Titkooh 
and remain there, taking care of the annual festivity of the 
metanoia. On the road there Apollo and Papohe visit the 
monastery of Taparooue. At Titkooh they build a church on the 
tomb of pHib, where a great miracle (the resurrection of the 
monk Zacharias) seals the feast of the metanoia. 

To this text, as to most texts of the Coptic literature, not 
much discussion has been devoted. Only the problem of the 
identification of Apollo has been proposed, especially in view of 
the identification of the ruins of his monastery, about which I 
shall deal later. The main question is, whether our Apollo is the 
same of that described in the VIII" chapter of the Greco-Latin 
Historia monachorum, that I am inclined to deny, while it is 
generally admitted. In any case the two personages present in the 
two texts have nothing in common, but their name and the fact 
to be monks. 

When the Coptic text was composed, and if originally it was 
composed in Greek, are open questions, which at present must be 
left aside. In my opinion, for this as for the other texts that we are 
going to touch, we had better speaking of a tradition, born in the 
IV" century, which concretely appears in different collections and 
redactions, as far as the Arabic period. 


b) Vita Aphou 


A rather extraordinary text concerns the life of Aphou," the 
content of which perfectly fits in the ecclesiastical history of the 
IV"-V" centuries, but in a very peculiar way. The text concerns 
three periods in the life of this personage, mentioned only in 
Coptic documents. First he spent an extremely ascetic life, living 
with calves, absolutely like one of them, and he was accepted by 
them as a companion. Then, in 399 (as it can be assumed from 


! Francesco Rossi, Trascrizione di tre manoscritti copti del Museo Egizio di 
Torino, Mem. Acc. Scienze Torino, II.37 (1885). Electronic edition by myself in 
the CMCL web page, http://rmcisadu.let.uniromal .it/~cmcl/aphou/indice.html, 
G. Florowski, Theophilus of Alexandria and apa Aphou of Pemdje, S. Lieberman 
(ed.), Misc. Wolfson, 275-310. 























Coptic Monastic Literature: The Forgotten Names 179 





the facts narrated) he went to Alexandria, in order to reproach the 
great Theophilus, none else, for his opinion against the anthro- 
pomorphism of God.” The discussion between the two is a very 
interesting piece of theology, and after that Theophilus is con- 
vinced and changes of mind, as in fact we know he did. After 
some time, Theophilus, remembering this episode and the 
personality of Aphou, consecrates him as bishop of peMje 
(Oxyrhynchus). Aphou continued to live in anachoresis, visiting 
the city once a week, to perform his duties. 

Here too we have no objective information on when the text 
was written, and no other document mentions the extraordinary 
dispute between Theophilus and Aphou, although he is 
mentioned in other texts, as we shall see. 


c) Vita Aronis 


The Historia monachorum” which reports on the life and 
deeds of the monks living in the desert between Souan (Syenae) 
and Pilak (Philae) is historically consistent, and even it is support- 
ed by an official document, but only one of the monks mentioned 
is known from other documents. The person who narrates his 
visit to the monks in that region is Papnute, who also is supposed 
to be the author of the text. The narrative is concentrated in two 
places: one near Souan, where Papnute meets or hears about 
pSeleusios, Zabulon; John; Anianus, Paul; Zaccheus, Sarapam- 
mon, Matthew; and one near Pilak, where Papnute meets Isaac, 
who in turn speaks about Macedonius, Mark, Isaias, and pSulusia 
(bishops of Philae; Marc is also mentioned in an Athanasian 
document), and especially Aron, of whom many miracles are 
narrated. 


d) Vita Onophrii 


Another Historia monachorum,'* mainly concerned with the 
very famous anchorite Uanofer, is also known in Greek under 


? Cf. Elizabeth A. Clark, The Origenist Controversy. The Cultural 
Construction of an Early Christian Debate, Princeton University Press, 1992. 

Ed. E.A. Wallis Budge, Miscellaneous Coptic Texts in the Dialect of 
Upper Egypt (London), British Museum, 1915. 

“Ed. E.A. Wallis Budge, Coptic Martyrdoms etc. in the Dialect of Upper 
Egypt, Edited with English Translations, London, British Museum, 1914. 
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Iohannes, who sends them to the great pSote, the bishop of pSoi. 
After that they go back to tErot, are captured by Maximianus, and 
finally killed. 


2. General remarks on the texts 


Most of these texts belong to one of the popular literary 
genres of the international monastic literature (in Greek), the 
historia monachorum (= HM), but on the whole they are outside 
the range of the texts which constituted that kind of literature, 
and which were normally read in the centers of the international 
Christianity. Mainly for this reason they completely lack those 
external references (except for the HM-Vita Onophrii, cf. above), 
which allow us to date texts with sufficient precision in order to 
establish their historical credibility. 


This also makes it difficult to insert them in the general 
development of monastic literature, which in turn would help to 
understand the evolution of the particular part of monasticism 
which has produced them. Information on them can be desumed 
only from their content. So the Vita Aphou is surely assigned to 
after 401, and it deals with events happened ca. 380-420; but was 
it written in Greek or directly in Coptic? and when? 

The same questions apply to the other texts. They have 
something in common, especially the persons whose life and 
deeds they describe, but it is difficult to assign to them a date 
and a cultural milieu. So it is important to recall the persons 
that we find and the cross references that we can make from the 
texts. In the vita Apollinis are mentioned: Apollo, pHib, Papohe, 
Anup, and Zacharias. In the HM-vita Aronis are mentioned: 
Papnoute, pSeleusios, Zabulon, Banufiel, John, Zacchaeus, Sa- 
rapammon, Anianus, Paul, Matthew, Aron, Isaac, Macedonius, 
Mark, Isaia, Aristos, and Aphou. In the HM-vita Onophrii are 
mentioned: Papnute, Uanofer, 4 unnamed, John, Andreas, Hera- 
klammon, Theophilus. In the HM-vita Pauli de Tamma are 
mentioned: Paul, Ezechiel, Hyperichos, Isidorus presbyter, Aga- 
thonicus, Apollo, Papohe, Paese, Ishkrou, Pitta, Aphou, Antony 
of Scete, pHib, pShoi of Ieremias. In the passio Panine are 
mentioned: Symphronius-Panine, Paneu, Timotheus, Theophilus, 
Christodorus, John, pSote, Philemon. 
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Of course it happens that in the texts different persons have 
the same name; but from the context it is possible to identify the 
persons who appear in more than one text, therefore building a 
chain which keeps together the texts themselves. The vita Pauli de 
Tamma and the vita Apollinis have in common Apollo, pHib, and 
Papohe. Aphou joins the vita Aphou, the vita Pauli, and the 
HM-vita Aronis. Papnoute, the author, joins the HM-vita Aronis 
and the HM-vita Onophrii. 

It is also important to recall the places mentioned in con- 
nection withe the persons: in the vita Apollinis we find: Titkooh, 
Tahruc, the monastery of apa Pamin, Taparooue. In the vita 
Aphou: peMje (besides Alexandria-Rakote, of course). In the 
HM-vita Aronis: Suan, pKooh, the Cataracts, Pilak-Philae. In the 
HM-vita Onophrii: Shmun, Erete, peMje-Oxyrhyncus. In the 
HM-vita Pauli: Tamma, Koui-n-Erot, Antinoe, Siout, tEreb, 
tErot Ashans, Kos, pShkepohe, Perkoush, tOuho, the mount 
Meroeit, the mount of Koou. In the passio Panine: Terot Shmun, 
Antinoe, Kalamon, Shmin, pSoi-Ptolemais, Stallu(-Shmun), the 
mount Ebot. 

The region in which our monks move goes from peMje in the 
North to Shmun in the South, with the extensions to the Fayum 
(in the passio Panine), to Sioout (in the passio Panine and in the 
HM-vita Pauli), and to Pilak (in the HM-vita Aronis). 

I think that all these references, as also some negative ones 
(Antonius may be mentioned only in the HM-vita Pauli, Pa- 
chomius never), and the prevalence of one determined literary 
genre (the Historia monachorum) allow us to consider the texts as 
a homogeneous group, rather than individual witnesses of an 
otherwise not characterized production. 

On the other hand one notes that most of these documents, 
in the form that has reached us, are not unitarian texts according 
to conventional literary rules, but reveal many traces of re- 
working, and also of being composed from parts of different, 
preexisting texts. The historical evaluation of their content has to 
be done, taking this fact into account; and consequently the small 
or sometimes not small discrepancies found between the 
archaeological evidence (that we are going to present) and the 
literary documents, may be easily explained, from one side, but 
also suggests carefulness in the reconstruction of the traditions 
concerning the monks, their monasteries, and their ascetic lile. 
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A monastery is correctly indicated, according to the ancient 
customs, from the locality where it stood (e.g. the monastery of 
Kalamon) or from the person most venerated, sometimes an 
angel (e.g. the monastery of apa Samuel, of the archangel Mi- 
chael), and this person is not necessarily the founder. In our case, 
Apollo is certainly the most prestigious person venerated in the 
monastery, and it makes sense to believe that the locality of 
Titkooh is precisely where the actual Bauit is. 

Putting things objectively, we have: (1) a monastery which 
the vita Apollinis situates near a village named Titkooh, in the 
nomos Shmun (Hermoupolis), mentioned in literary and not 
literary documents (also the village itself is attested).? (2) A mo- 
nastery in the Hermopolite nomos (Shmun), which was officialy 
(but not exclusively!) called the monastery of apa Apollo. This is 
known from excavations in the locality called by the Arabic name 
of Bauit, which derives from Coptic naynrT, i.e. “the monastery”. 
(3) A very revered monk, called Apollo, whose life is reported in 
a literary text in connection with monasteries called Tahrouc, apa 
Pamin, but especially Titkooh, where he spent his last years. — 
The evidence assembled by Clackson* is conclusive, in my 
opinion, in demonstrating what was already suggested, that the 
monastery excavated at Bauit is the monastery of apa Apollo in 
the desert/mountain of Titkooh, as in fact Clackson proposes, 
although with some hesitation. Different is the case for the 
identification of this Apollo with the monk mentioned in the 
so-called Historia Monachorum (Greek and Latin), which I am 
inclined to exclude. 

The destination of the various rooms of the monastery, which 
were excavated, is quite uncertain, except for the obvious case of 
churches and cells of the monks, also owing to the fact that a 
final publication could never be produced. Extensive studies have 


23 Jean Gascou, Documents grecs relatifs au monastère d'abba Apollos de 
Titkois, Anagennesis 1.2 (1981) 219-230. 

24 To say “the monastery of Bauit” is tantamount to say “the monastery 
of the monastery”. 

25 S.J. Clackson, Coptic and Greek Texts relating to the Hermopolite 
Monastery of Apa Apollo, Oxford, Griffith Institute, 2000, 14-15 and Appendix 
2 and 3. 

26 By me in Vita Phif cit. and others. 
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been published only for the wonderful paintings, but always 
without much concern for the literary tradition of the persons 
represented. Beyond misunderstandings and errors, what is 
surely established is the importance and also the peculiarity of 
the monastery. Clackson writes: “The impressive architectural 
remains found at the site bear witness to the fact that the 
monastery was once one of the most important sites in Middle 
Egypt”; and what Wipszycka writes of the Kellia: “L’étude de 
l’architecture, de la décoration et du mobilier des ermitages nous 
oblige d'admettre non seulement que les ascétes des VI-VIII siè- 
cles se servaient des biens qu’ils possédaient dans le monde, mais 
aussi — fait encore plus significatif — qu’ils n’éprouvaient pas 
de gêne à faire étalage de leur richesse”, is true also of Bauit 
and Saqqara. 


It is important to keep in mind that the inscriptions, 
especially those with the famous “litanies”,” and the paintings of 
the monastery contain many of the monks whom we have met in 
the literary texts examined above, and they constitute a link with 
those texts. 


b) Saqqara, apa Jeremias 


The site of the monastery which was covered by the sand in 
a place at the boarder between the desert and the nekropolis of 
Menfi, (modern Saqqara) was of course first exploited by the 
“sebakhin”, whose findings drew the attention of the scholars on 
the important Christian ruins, neglecte by the Egyptologists. It 
was excavated by Quibell at the beginning of the XX" century 
(1906-1910), in a more or less scientific way, and only recently 
taken again into consideration by P. Grossman, who conducted 


7 Op. cit., 6. 

8 Apports..., cit., 75. 

29 Most of them can be found in A. Mallon, Copte (Epigraphie), DACL 3, 
pt. 2, 2819-2886. Cf. the complete list in Cäcilia Wietheger, Das 
Jeremias-Kloster zu Saggara unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Inschriften, 
Altenberge, Oros Verlag, 1992, XVI-532 = Arbeiten zum spätantiken und 
koptischen Ägypten 1. 

Y James E. Quibell, Excavations at Saqqara (1905-6), (1907-8), (1908-9), 
(1909-10), Le Caire, IFAO, 1907-13, 4 vols. 
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Ewa Wipszycka rightly observes” that the Egyptian monasti- 
cism cannot be reduced to the types anachoretic vs. coenobitic, 
Antonian vs. Pachomian, solitary vs. communitarian, or whatever 
we want to call the two supposedly opposed systems. She rightly 
stresses the great range of diversity between the life style of the 
group of monks who more or less lived together. But what is 
especially important for us is that the difference in style does 
not necessarily correspond to a difference in spiritual and even 
doctrinal inclination. Wipszycka is surely right for what concerns 
the historical (and also archaeological) reality. But if we pass 
from this historical point of view to the point of view of the 
monks themselves, and especially of the Egyptian monks (or 
Egyptianized: e.g. Evagrius or Arsenius), the situation appears to 
be different. 

To begin with, the opposition between solitary and com- 
munitarian ascesis is not an invention of modern scholars, but it 
was a statement, an interpretation if one likes better, of the 
ancient writers directly involved in the reports on Egyptian 
monasticism. Not only Jerome and Cassianus are explicit on this, 
but also in our Coptic texts, which may be considered much more 
near to the daily life of monks, the opposition is not only 
mentioned, but discussed at length. It is clear from them that 
there existed a lively discussion on the comparative value of the 
choice between the two possible sorts of monastic life. 

Also we note that this was not the only choice presented in 
our texts, and here we can say that another choice is only implicit 
in the “international” personalities, whom modern scholars have 
taken into consideration, and explicit in the Coptic texts. In these 
texts we find often an opposition between a “human friendly”, and 
on the other side an “exclusive” attitude of the single monks. We 
find in HM-vita Apollinis: “He was kind towards all good men... 
He was a peaceful man, who loved every image of God as a whole 
man”. And in the HM-vita Onophrii: “And I said unto them: My 
fathers, are not then those who are in the desert more excellent 
than we are? And they answered: Yes, because we are always 
together, and we meet in the synaxeis with pleasure. When we are 


7 Apports..., cit., 69. 
3: Ed. Orlandi, para. 4. 
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hungry we find the food prepared for us. When we are thirsty 
we find the water to drink. When we are tired our brethren help 
us, and when we wish for something to eat, we prepare it 
together. But where shall those who are living in the desert find 
such things2”3° And in the HM-vita Pauli de Tamma: “... my 
father did not want to eat, because that was the third day of the 
forty days he spent fasting. Our father apa Apollo said: My fa- 
ther, have lunch with me, that a grace may come in my residen- 
ce and in my monastery today, because of you. You know, my 
dear father, that it is not what comes into the man that defiles 
the man”. 

We are inclined to suppose that this opposition between two 
styles of monastic life corresponded to that between the exo- 
terism, common to the Origenistic monks, especially those in- 
fluenced by the teaching of Evagrius, and a kind of egalitarism 
which was defined as a friendliness for all men. This would have 
originated a particular, optimistic, joyous way of considering the 
monastic life, just the kind of life that was practised in the 
Apollonian monasteries. From this point of view, I think that in 
the second half of the IV" century we can draw a distinction 
between Pachomians and Evagrians, on the one side, and Apollo- 
nians on the other. The Drang nach den Wust, probably the 
common element of all the monks, and probably coming from a 
typical Egyptian attitude, received different flavours, depending 
on the existing differences in the interpretation of the Christian 
doctrine in Egypt. 

All this concurs to represent the early Egyptian monasticism 
as a much more varied phenomenon than it appears from the 
traditional historians, ancient and modern, and this meets the 
opinions expressed by Ewa Wipszycka, but on the other hand an 
opposition between two conceptions of the monastic life, which 
is different from the traditional view of the anachoretic vs. 
coenobitic monasticism(s). As it seems, doctrinal attitudes and 
ascetic habits had influence on each other in a way that produced 
a very complicated reality, of which Wipszycka has considered 
only one of the components. The other component has been 


> Ms New York Morgan Library M580 (= CMCL MichBV), 14-5. 
* Ed. Orlandi, http://rmcisadu_let.uniromal .it/~cmcl/vipa/vipa_txt.pdf, p. 7. 
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culture. But where can we place the cases of Asianizing texts? We 
must consider how it happened that the crisis which led to the 
Origenistic controversy of the end of the IV" century changed the 
situation.% It originated between Cyprus (with Epiphanius) and 
Jerusalem, and soon spread to Egypt, much to the astonishment 
of the great Theophilus, especially because it assumed in this 
country the aspect of a controversy on the anthropomorphism (of 
God), a theory that he rightly had condemned in the Festal Letter 
of 399. It is evident that he underestimated the power and 
extension of the monastic groups devoted to Asiatic tendencies, 
which the Origenism in its different flavours had superseded in 
the better theologically oriented (I do not say educated!) milieus. 
The monks in Kellia, Sketis, Nitria, and also Tabennesi in the 
South, were content with the official Alexandrian theology, which 
was largely Origenist; who cared about groups in Middle Egypt 
(as we believe) who did not conform? 

But it is also evident, from the sheer sequence of the facts, if 
not from explicit documents, that Theophilus had to make a quick 
choice between the two factions, and because his decision went 
in favor of the anthropomorphites (not as such, of course), they 
must have proved the more combative part of the christian 
population, especially if he had to take drastic measures against 
the others, as he did. Who were they, or at least, who were the 
main representants of the Asiatic-anthropomorphite current? I 
think that, after what we have noted on the monastic centers and 
texts examined above, the obvious conclusion is that just they are 
to be considered the most important part of the anti-Origenistic 
groups, those who gave birth to the Coptic literature outside 
the Bible. 

They were far from being uncultivated people. The works of 
Paul of Tamma, which by the way might be one of the first 
products of original Coptic literature, are a good witness of this. 
And if they contain also some features of the Origenistic exege- 
sis, this is only natural in Egypt, but what matters is that they 
maintained also, and probably in prevalence, the pre-Origenistic 
theological and exegetical thought. 


* Cf. E. Clark, The Origenist Controversy. The Cultural Construction of an 
Early Christian Debate, Princeton University Press, 1992. 
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This would explain why the canonical Greek works on the 
monks, inspired by an elitarian Origenism, avoided to mention 
them, and described Egyptian monasticism as formed by some 
spiritually superior, Origenistic, persons, like Macarius or Eva- 
grius, and then by a lot of ignorant peasants, exactly the picture 
that has been reproduced by the modern historians; and men like 
Apollo, Paul of Tamma, and Aphou were forgotten in the official 
history of IV" century monasticism. 


ABBREVIATIONS 
ARCE American Research Center in Egypt 
ASAE Annales du Service des Antiquités d’Egypte 
BSAC Bulletin de la Société d'Archéologie Copte 


Cahiers d’Hist. Egypt. 


Cahiers d'histoire égyptienne. Cairo, 1948-1967 


CMCL Corpus dei manoscritti copti letterari 

Ephem. Ephemeridis 

GM Goettinger Miszellen 

HM Historia monachorum 

IFAO Institut Français d'Archéologie Orentale 

Inst. Patr. Institutum patristicum 

MDAIK Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen Insti- 


Mem. Acc. Scienze Torino 


tuts Abteilung Kairo 
Memorie dell’accademia delle scienze di Torino 


MIFAO Mélanges de l'Institut français d'archéologie orientale 

Misc. Miscellanea 

MMAFC Mémoires publiés par les membres de la mission 
archéologique francaise au Caire 

pl. planche(s) 


Reallex. z. byzant. Kunst 





Reallexicon zur byzantinischen Kunst 
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